Whenever a scientist talks of skeletal muscle and its behaviour, it is inevitable that the name of Andrew Huxley will either be mentioned or else his fundamental contributions to our knowledge of muscular structure and function will somewhere impinge upon or influence the topic under discussion. How wise, therefore, were the Councillors of the University of Liverpool in choosing him as the Sherrington lecturer for 1977 and how fortunate are we to be able to read in this little monograph the subject matter of the lectures now published in expanded form. For in this modest volume one of the greatest physiologists of our time crystallizes for us clearly and yet succinctly present knowledge about the sliding filament theory of muscular contraction, basing his comments not only upon the results of his own work but also paying very full tribute to the crucial studies of others, notably the late Jean Hanson and his namesake Hugh. The first 20 or so pages of the book are devoted to a fascinating review of various nineteenth century biological studies and particularly of some of those upon the structure and function of muscle which demonstrated, surely for the umpteenth time, how often it is in science that fundamental discoveries are made and then forgotten, only to be rediscovered 50 or more years later.
But overall what we are given in a volume ofjust over 100 pages is a potted history of biological science in microcosm, based upon the elucidation of the consecutive steps of discovery which ultimately revealed to us much of what we now know about the biophysics and chemistry of muscular contraction. And although, as one would expect of Sir Andrew, his own work is never overemphasized, his contributions are woven into the overall tapestry in such a way that this is not only an enjoyable and revealing work of scholarship but also in a sense a fragment of scientific autobiography. There can be no denying the success of this series, now at the quarter century mark with volumes 21 to 24 still in print. As ever there is something for everyone. Some of the best articles are on topics where the advances have yet to be translated into changes in everyday clinical practice. This holds for the reviews of prostacyclin and thromboxane, and of high-density lipoproteins. The other articles are on gynaecomastia, lactic acidosis, pituitary tumours, lipoprotein metabolism in liver disease, cholestasis, acute pancreatitis, the 'contact' system of plasma, radionuclides in cardiology, the anomalous A-V conducting pathways, solute removal in renal failure, the pharmacology of the reninangiotensin system, pseudogout (an authoritative review, this, by McCarty) cell markers in lymphomas and leukaemias, 'poisoned bait' for macrophages, Group B streptococcal infections and viral vaccines. The authors are all from American centres and the references given mainly from the American literature with practically nothing later than 1978. Inevitably with a publication of this sort, articles on some ofthe more rapidly advancing fields are a bit dated in places. However, the articles are invariably well written and authoritative, and the volume is warmly recommended to medical libraries and to individuals with catholic interests in medicine.
B I HOFFBRAND
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Substance P, vol 2 P Skrabanek & D Powell pp 175 £16.50 Edinburgh: Churchill Livingstone 1980 Substance P is a small peptide present in nerves throughout the body. Although first described in 1931 its role is still unknown. The development of methods to measure and localize it in tissue, coupled with the free availability of the synthetic peptide for pharmacological studies, have resulted in a very large amount of research. It seems, however, that its physiology is still elusive. This excellent biennial review of the substance P literature scans all the papers published and covers numerous aspects of these investigations. Its possible role as a major mediator of pain transmission is discussed and the work on substance P's control ofsecretion and smooth muscle contraction reviewed. The book, which covers the last two years since the first volume came out, is a rapid publication edition. The care and thoroughness of the authors make this essential reading for those actively involved in research on substance P. This peptide is likely to be a major neurotransmitter and of relevance in many diseases. Unfortunately progress is slow and fragmented and this book highlights the considerable confusion that exists. If it serves to clarify and to stimulate further effort, then publication will have been well worthwhile. The prostaglandins have been recognized as mediators of inflammation for only a decade, but during this short span there has been an explosion of research in this field, starting with arachidonic acid and leading to thromboxane, prostacyclin, slow-releasing substances, and metabolic switches from the cyclo-oxygenase to the lipoxygenase pathways. Recent advances in this field are already spilling into the adjacent fields of macrophage activation, granuloma formation, temperature control, arthritis, gastric ulceration and atherosclerosis. It was high time to marshal the scattered information, and this was done in a King's College Hospital conference on 2 and 3 August 1979. The editors have produced these transactions speedily, elegantly and with a helpful index.
There are five chapters covering metabolism of arachidonic acid; prostaglandins as mediators of acute and chronic inflammation and pain; effect of anti-inflammatory drugs on prostaglandin production; and the side effects of these anti-inflammatory drugs.
The reader will meet not only new concepts but also relatively new terms such as the eicosanoids. This term embraces all the C20 products of arachidonic acid, including the thromboxanes, prostaglandins and products of the lipoxygenase pathway. All of this might frighten the clinician but he should be reassured that new pathways and fresh classifications will lead to a better understanding of how the various steroidal and nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory agents work for him and for his patients. And a better understanding will surely lead to second and third generations ofmore potent and less toxic drugs.
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Prolactin, vol 7.
David Horrobin pp 126 £11.50 Edinburgh: Churchill Livingstone 1980 One wonders why this expensive little book was produced. There are numerous reviews available dealing with prolactin physiology and pathophysiology, which are more accurate, and more complete. Because individual volumes in this series are brought out yearly, any one can only review the publications over a short time and it is not possible to deal with them in the relevant context of publications of the past. This leads to brief and uncritical handling of subject matter, with presentation ofdistillations of the conclusions of recent publications which can be of little value to those in the field, and of no value to those outside it. Each section starts with a short review which attempts to summarize the subject up to 1978 but it is often inaccurate, and it is not referenced. Apart from the availability of the list of more recent publications, it is difficult to recommend this volume. Houston, Texas! The Detroit phenomenon, applied to cardiovascular patients and their illnesses, is a production line that is the admiration and envy of those of us for whom the specialty is still a
